Having pursued my medical studies via the diversion of a history of medicine degree, I am frequently asked to justify and explain my interest in the subject. I was intrigued, therefore, to discover John Burnham\'s work, which details in part the author\'s theories as to the importance of medical history, and provides an explanation of what it is about the subject that attracts such extensive scholarship. Studying medical history, according to Burnham, is useful in that it leads one to a more general inquiry into the past and the history of society, and prompts the consideration of a broader range of ideas, such as the quality of the information we examine. Moreover, it is the ubiquity of disease, its cures and its healers that ensures a receptive audience for the study of the history of health.

Burnham\'s work is structured around his theory that the history of medicine is analogous to five intertwining dramas, each of which is represented by a separate chapter. The first three dramas are the Hippocratic triad of doctor, patient, and disease, with the remaining two chapters of the book describing the discovery and communication of knowledge, and medicine and society. The metaphor of drama is used to explain another aspect of the appeal of medical history: "one simply gets drawn into the continuing story" (p. 80).

Burnham\'s other focus amounts essentially to a history of the history of medicine. In other words, this book does not detail the specific events and ideas of the past, though these are used as examples, but rather why and how the history was written. For example, the reader learns how medical history changed from being written by and for physicians to becoming the domain of social historians. The outlook and ideas of the historians, as influenced by their socio-political context, are described far more than the history itself.

This is a densely written book, covering a wide chronology and introducing an abundance of topics in a fairly slim volume. As such it can be difficult to follow in places and the style is often confusing. However, this is an enjoyable read and although the drama metaphor becomes a little overstretched by the end, it does give the work a lively and original tone.

Although the author intends his book for the history of medicine novice, I would recommend it more as a supplement to the study of the subject, rather than as an introduction. A number of important concepts are introduced, such as the idea of framing disease and the question of when discoveries become real, but these are notions perhaps best understood alongside a study of the history itself. In other words, Burnham\'s work does not particularly add anything new to the historiography, but it does provide an excellent summary of information.
